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FLORIDA AND THE PRESIDENTIAL
ELECTION OF 1928
by H ERBERT J. D O H E R T Y , J R .

Presidential elections in the United States have
furnished historians with interesting and extensive
fields for research. In recent times the election which
has perhaps furnished the richest field is the presidential race of 1928. This contest featured the elements of
racial and religious intolerance as well as the diverse
conflicts of section against section, “wet” against
“dry”, liberal against conservative, and, especially,
party loyalty versus moral conviction.
*

*

*

*

I
In the election of 1928 in the South the Democratic
party, seemingly made solid permanently by Reconstruction, was split wide open by several strangely mixed
influences, and
was the greater in Florida
by reason of the influx since the last election of voters
from many states.
The campaign in Florida was one of the most vigorous
waged over a general election since Reconstruction. Before the 1928 Democratic Convention in Houston, there
had been very little pro-Smith sentiment in the state.
Florida had been a party to the defeat by the Solid
South of Smith’s nomination in 1924. Many of the candidates for delegate to the convention did not pledge
themselves to any man, but advertised themselves as
committed to “ t h e best interests of the Democratic
Party.”
Although the Florida delegation was sent to Houston
uninstructed, a poll of the members indicated that most
of them were opposed to the New York governor ; 1
and the delegation fought the nomination of Smith to
the bitter end. Even after his victory on the first ballot
1. Bradford County Telegraph, June 22, 1928
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some of the Florida Democrats could not reconcile themselves to their defeat. It is recorded that Fred Cone of
Lake City, later to become governor “. . . made himself
famous (or perhaps notorious) by refusing to serve on
the committee to notify Smith of his nomination." 2
This bitterness was reflected among Democrats all
over Florida. There was a great deal of discussion of
the “moral obligation” of Democrats to support Al
Smith in the general election. Democrats who felt that
they could not go with the party came to be known as
“Hoovercrats”’ and for some time there was talk among
loyal Democrats of reading the “bolters” out of the
party. Some of the rural newspapers gave lengthy legal
arguments supposedly showing why Democrats could not
legally vote for Hoover. 3
Early in July of 1928 militant drys and Protestants
had gathered in Asheville, North Carolina, at the call
of Bishop James Cannon of the Methodist Church, to
organize the Anti-Smith Democrats. They declared themselves ready to unite behind Hoover to keep the nation
dry. This group made plans to carry their fight into
every Southern community.
On August 4 Bishop Cannon arrived in Jacksonville
to organize the Florida “dry Democrats.” The convention was held in the First Methodist Church and was cosponsored by the Anti-Saloon League, the Women’s
Christian Temperance Union, and the Methodist ministers of Jacksonville. 4 Many of the Protestant churches
of the city suspended their regular services to aid the
convention; but others refused to take cognizance of the
movement, feeling that the church should take no part
in politics, 5 and numerous church officials, condemned
the policy of the pastors who intervened in political matters. The most outstanding critic of the preacher-politicians was Bishop Warren A. Candler, also of the
2. Ocala Banner, June 29, 1928
3. Bradford County Telegraph, August 3, 1928
4. Florida Times-Union, August 4, 1928
5. Ibid., August 8, 1928
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Methodist Church. Cannon characterized his fellow
bishop to the Jacksonville convention as a “constitutional and confirmed reactionary." 6
Meanwhile, Hoover clubs and Anti-Smith clubs were
springing up all over the state and the WCTU was energetically rousing the women to fight the “evil” liquor
interests backing Al Smith. Sunday school classes were
pledging themselves to fight for prohibition. In Jacksonville, the Senior Epworth League resolved to oppose
candidates who were against prohibition, and “. . . support such candidates as it believes will most effectively
enforce it." 7
The regular Democratic organization, long unused to
waging a presidential fight in Florida, did not get its
campaign rolling until late in August. Even so, it did
not get local organizations effectively activated until
late September and early October. The campaign was
officially launched in Florida on August 25 in Tampa.
Senator Walter George of Georgia, who was the keynoter
for Florida, discounted the importance of Smith’s religion and portrayed the Republicans as having failed
to enforce prohibition. 8
Meanwhile the anti-Smith forces were carrying on
a full-scale campaign to win Florida for Hoover.
The Rev. John Roach Straton of New York, who had
gained nation-wide attention by his pulpit denunciations
of Al Smith, came to Florida early in September and
addressed mass meetings all over the state. In Jacksonville “. . . the city’s largest auditorium was packed to
the doors with a perspiring cheering throng as the New
York divine spoke, himself dripping perspiration to the
rostrum until it stood about in puddles." 9 Dr. Straton
was one of the most picturesque and most influential of
the anti-Smith campaigners to stump Florida. His Jacksonville talk was given an eye-catching heading in the
6.
7.
8.
9.

Ibid., August 9, 1928
Florida Times-Union, August 7, 1928
Bradford County Telegraph, August 31, 1928
Ibid., September 14, 1928
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Bradford County Telegraph : “Hell’s Forces Behind

Smith Says Straton." 10
Straton’s wife, traveling with him, appealed to the
all-important women’s vote on the basis that the women
had been “. . . given the vote at this time for a purpose,
and God has given us this power." 11
The influence of the Stratons upon the rural womenfolk can be judged from the minutes of the Weirsdale
WCTU:
Mrs. Straton said she came to address the women
and was delighted to see so many out, and such earnest faces. She was a born and reared Democrat,
she loved the party but it had fallen in bad hands, so
she was going to do like a mother that loved her
child, but had to punish it to make it better, so she
intended to vote for Mr. Hoover, as it was the only
way it could be done.
Dr. Straton said it was out of the question for a
Christian to vote for a man like Alfred Smith for
president of our land, because his record shows the
vile measures he had upheld. A Christian has to
look out for his principle and not his party . . . . 12
In mid-September, former Governor Sidney J. Catts
announced in DeFuniak Springs that he intended to
open a state-wide campaign against Al Smith. 13 Although Catts was disowned by both Democrats and Republicans, he continued his tour and brought the religion-prohibition argument into many communities.
The Democrats brought many outstanding and influential speakers to Florida to combat the rising antiSmith sentiment. Among them were such prominent
figures as Senator Pat Harrison of Mississippi, Senator
James Reed of Missouri, Congressman A. H. Gasque of
South Carolina, former Senator R. L. Owens of Okla10.
11.
12.
13.

Bradford County Telegraph, September 14, 1928
Ibid.
Ocala Banner, September 21, 1928
The Evening News, September 15, 1928
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homa, Senator-elect Tom Connally of Texas, former
Secretary Josephus Daniels, and Senator George who
has been mentioned.
Among the local Democrats who fought for Smith
were Senator Duncan U. Fletcher, Judge A. V. Long of
Gainesville, John E. Hartridge, dean of the Jacksonville
bar, and Congressman Lex Green. All of the candidates
for state and national posts sooner or later declared
themselves in favor of the Democratic nominees. However, as in the case of Doyle Carlton, some of the indorsements were so worded as to allow adherents of both
sides to claim their support.
Some of the younger men in the state were influential in organizing Young Men’s Democratic Clubs. Harris
Powers, editor of the Ocala Banner and W. M. Pepper,
Jr., of the Gainesville Daily Sun, with William G. Carleton of the University of Florida were prominent in this
work. Carleton in particular was active, making speeches
in Jacksonville, Tampa, Gainesville, Eustis, Lake City,
Pensacola, Plant City, and Lakeland. 14
The “Hoovercrats” likewise drew support from the
younger men. Billy Matthews, vice president of the University of Florida student body was active in addressing
Hoover clubs in central Florida. 15 It is to be noted that
most of the interested young people taking part in this
campaign were either newspaper men or college men.
As the Rev. Dr. Straton was the star of the anti-Smith
troupe in Florida, so the Democrats also had an outstanding performer. Senator Joseph T. Robinson, Democratic nominee for vice-president toured Florida close on
the heels of Dr. Straton and vigorously upheld the Democratic platform.
Accounts of the campaign tours through Florida by
these men, all outstanding speakers, reveal the bitterness and heated atmosphere in which the election was
being fought in the state. Speaking to an audience in
Jacksonville which gave tumultuous applause at the men14. Gainesville Daily Sun, November 2, 1928
15. Gainesville Daily Sun, October 5, 1928
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tion of the name Smith, Senator Robinson nevertheless
found himself interrupted by continuous shouts of “Hurrah for Hoover." 1 6 A week earlier Dr. Straton had
been greeted with “cheers, with a few scattered ‘boos’
from the distant galleries . . . 17 However, during his
speech :
An elderly woman approached the platform and
said “You are standing there giving scandal and you
are supposed to be a minister of God.”
“Sit down, sister, I’m working harder than you
are,” Dr. Straton said, but the woman continued to
talk as she turned, unassisted, to leave the hall. 18
In L a k e l a n d anti-Smith Democrats demanded an
apology of the city and the removal of the police chief
because of heckling at an anti-Smith rally. Regular
Democrats reported that the speaker for the antis, advertised as a former congressman from Tennessee, had
in reality never been near Congress and was a paid
lecturer and organizer for the Ku Klux Klan. 19
C a t t s , however, was one of the most unfortunate
speakers. One of his first speeches delivered in Tallahassee broke up in a near-riot. The Gainesville Evening
News reports, “Former Governor Sidney J. Catts was
forced to forego his speech because of hooting and throwing of eggs, one of which struck Catts squarely in the
face."20
Prominent women were employed by both sides in all
manner of attempts to win the women’s vote. The Ocala
Banner carried an article by Eleanor Roosevelt called
“Personal Observations of Mrs. Alfred E. Smith.” In
Miami Ruth Bryan Owen, candidate for Congress, declared her support for Al Smith. 21 Mrs. Lloyd Fletcher
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

Florida Times-Union, September 16, 1928
Bradford County Telegraph, September 14, 1928
Florida Times-Union, September 7, 1928
Ibid, October 25, 1928
The Evening News, September 25, 1928
Gainesville Daily Sun, October 20, 1928
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of Amarillo, Texas, an experienced speaker and wife of
a prominent Texas Democrat, toured Florida calling for
the women to stay true to Democracy. 22 Mrs. Lois K.
Mayes Tanner, National Democratic committee woman, of
Pensacola, was one of the prominent Florida women
working for Smith. There were no strong women’s organizations working for the Democratic cause, however.
The state convention of the WCTU held in Ocala on
October 29 resolved to fight candidates opposed to prohibition. 23 This organization and the Anti-Saloon League
were important components of Bishop Cannon’s “AntiSmith Democrats.” Many reports show that the Hoover
clubs and Anti-Smith clubs had large percentages of
female membership.
The newspapers of the state were curiously divided
in their political leanings. One survey shows “. . . about
90 percent of the dailies supporting Smith and an equal
percentage of the rural weeklies advocating Hoover." 24
Prior to the Houston convention a much larger percentage of the papers had been anti-Smith, but when he
received the nomination they loyally gave him their support. As the Bradford County Telegraph reported
“ . . . the Telegraph was established as a Democratic
paper, has always supported the organized party and
probably always will." 25
Some of the papers limited their support to little
more than nominally operating as a Democratic paper.
The Gainesville Evening News gave much front page
space to pictures and features about Hoover while pointedly refraining from editorial comment on politics. It
was not until the last days of the campaign that this
paper gave its support openly to Smith. On the other
hand, its rival the Gainesville Daily Sun was a staunch
supporter of Smith throughout the campaign. Through22.
23.
24.
25.

Gainesville Daily Sun, October 23, 1928
Ocala Banner, November 2, 1928
Florida Times-Union, October 19, 1928
Bradford County Telegraph, October 26, 1928
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out the state, most of the papers regarded as influential
were supporting Smith.
It was not until very late in the campaign that Florida
Democrats realized that they had a real fight on their
hands. As late as August Mayor John T. Alsop of Jacksonville had expressed his opinion to the N e w Y o r k
Times that the South was going to stay solid. 26 Even
in October Duncan U . Fletcher declared that Florida
27
was "safe." While such statements may have been
political whistling in the dark, many Democrats did feel
that while there would be large defections in the state
because of the religious and prohibition issues, it would
not be sufficiently serious to swing the state into the
Republican column. When the danger of a Republican
victory was recognized it was too late to do anything
aboutit.28
The fact that Hoover carried the state while the rest
of the ticket went to the Democrats is a good indication
that there were no important party issues. It would
emphasize the belief that the personality of Al Smith,
and that vague something which might be designated as
the “moral standards" or “way of life” which the
voters thought each man represented, were more important than party platforms.
When the Florida votes had been tabulated, it was
found that the Republican electors received 143,716 votes
to 101,764 for the Democratic electors. Florida had given
its vote to a Republican candidate for president for the
first time since 1876. 29
II
All of the issues of the national contest had been
present to some degree in Florida. The Tammany issue,
the hatred of the big city machine, had been present to
26. Jacksonville Journal, August 24, 1928

27. Bradford County Telegraph, October 12, 1928
28. Cash, W. T., History of the Democratic Party in Florida, p. 145
29. Cash, History of the Democratic Party in Florida, p. 145
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some extent; the prosperity issue was undoubtedly of
some small importance ; and the immigration and tariff
issues would arouse argument. However, in the state
of Florida, as in the South in general, the issues of prohibition and religion were more important than any other
issue or combination of issues.
It is between these two questions that it becomes
difficult to choose which had the greater effect. Although
many feel that religion had more influence than prohibition, it is very difficult to discriminate opposition to
Smith as a Catholic from opposition to Smith as a wet.
The two issues might well be combined and considered
as one, for prohibition was actually injected into Florida politics as a religious question.
In September the Orlando Sentinel conducted a newspaper political survey of thirty south Florida counties.
The results showed that “The two outstanding issues
reported are prohibition and religion . . .” Twenty-three
of the thirty counties listed both of these questions as
the main issue. 30 D. Field Brittle, an Associated Press
staff writer observing Florida, wrote in the Florida
Times-Union that religion was the least publicly mentioned, but “. . . is a major issue in this overwhelmingly
Protestant state. Religion in politics is not new to Florida, for in 1916 Sidney J. Catts was elected governor
in a straight-out fight in which he had the full support
of the Ku Klux Klan, then and now an active influence.
As in the Catts race, the presidential contest finds church
people in the campaign, this time for Hoover, as is
Catts." 31
The fact that the Anti-Saloon League, dominated by
Protestant fundamentalists, was extremely active in the
fight to beat Smith, not to mention the WCTU, is ample
testimony to the close relationship of the religion-prohibition issues. Harvey Wish says:
Smith proved pitifully vulnerable to religious
bigots and attacks by the drys, particularly in the
30. Ocala Banner, September 7, 1928
31. Florida Times-Union, October 19, 1928
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Solid South . . . The Anti-Saloon League, newly financed by a recent campaign for funds, joined rural
fundamentalists and other organized dry groups in
assailing him. 32
While Smith was not often publicly attacked because
of his religious beliefs, these beliefs were quite often
defended publicly by Democratic speakers. Said William
G. Carleton, “If Smith had been born in a little Baptist
Manse he would have been elected president four years
ago." 33 Judge A. V. Long of Gainesville said that he
“ . . . had rather have a Catholic with some religion in the
White House than a Republican with none." 34
Nor did the Democratic speakers neglect the prohibition argument. Senator Walter George, speaking in
Tampa, “. . . convinced his hearers that the G.O.P. is as
wet, or wetter than Al Smith possibly can be." 35 J. B.
Stewart of Fernandina, chairman of the state Democratic Executive Committee, denounced the antis for
“ . . . camouflaging the issue, hiding behind the mask
of prohibition while really their opposition is based on
religious prejudice." 36

There is much room for speculation as to why the
issue of religion, or the interlocking issues of religionprohibition were of such importance in Florida and the
South. Many believe that the predominance of Protestant white population in the South untainted by large
foreign immigration, plus the low comparative educational level, made the South and Florida particularly
susceptible to anti-Catholic agitation. The period immediately preceding the First World War and just after
saw a revival of the anti-Catholic zeal in Florida and
32. Wish, Harvey, Contemporary America, (New York, 1937) p. 380
33. Bradford County Telegraph, October 26, 1928
34. Ibid., August 31, 1928
35. Ibid., August 31, 1928
36. Ibid., October 12, 1928
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Georgia, attributed by many to the work of Tom Watson
37
A great many secret societies, thriving on
of Georgia.
this sort of controversy, took a new lease on life during
the twenties. Such groups as the Guardians of Liberty
and the Ku Klux Klan found new adherents for the fight
against Smith. The Klan was particularly bitter in its
opposition.
W. J. Cash, in his The Mind of the South, contends
that militant Protestantism, featuring anti-Catholicism,
had “. . . always stood at the heart and center of the
South."38 If the writings of Watson had not served
to stir up this latent prejudice, the demagoguery of Sidney J. Catts certainly did. Catts took advantage of this
“fantastic emotional situation” to make himself governor in 1916. Although he was never elected to office
again he campaigned on through the twenties playing on
the issues of religion and prohibition whenever he
thought it advantageous. In 1928, after his defeat in
the primaries, Catts helped to carry on the fight against
Smith in Florida. “Catts declared he opposed Smith for
his connection with Tammany Hall and because he was
a wet Roman Catholic.”39
With all these elements adding fuel to the flame of
religious prejudice, the candidacy of Smith, a Catholic,
through the 1920’s was final proof “. . . to millions of
Protestants throughout the South. . . that the Pope was
plotting to seize the White House." 40 William T. Cash
of Florida observed that ". . . some of the best Democrats of Florida . . . honestly believed that the election
of Smith would endanger religious liberty. Many believed what Tom Watson wrote and what Rev. Sidney
Catts‘
preached’
. 41
At this same time the ministers of the evangelical
sects were enjoying one of their periods of greatest in37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

Abbey, Florida Land of Change, p. 342
Cash, W. J., The Mind of the South (New York, 1941) p. 334
The Evening News, September 15, 1928
Cash, W. J., op. cit., p. 334
Cash, W. T., op. cit., p. 144
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fluence, with almost no one in the South daring to criticize their pronouncements. The great influence of these
militant drys is seen by W. J. Cash as an explanation of
why the South was the backbone of national prohibition. 42 Added to this religion-inspired support of prohibition was the feeling stirred up by declarations that
the election of Smith would put liquor into the hands of
the negro.
Woman suffrage, exercised only since 1 9 2 0 , was
viewed by many observers as increasing the importance
of the religion-prohibition controversy by increasing the
number of religion determined votes. A news item in
the Bradford County Telegraph reported, “It is from the
heavy female turnout that Hooverites are depending to
win Florida . . . Party leaders are frank to admit that
if there were no woman suffrage Hoover’s chances in
Florida would be slimmer than a reed." 43 The prominence of women’s church groups and the WCTU in the
fight against Smith would seem to bear out this viewpoint.
Those Protestant churchmen who were actively opposing Al Smith publicly based their opposition largely
upon the wet issue. They saw Smith as defying Southern
Democrats’ “convictions on a great moral question." 44
They charged that the Democrats themselves had brought
in the religious issue as a smokescreen to minimize and
obliterate opposition to Smith because of his wet, Tammany relationships. They saw the regular Democrats
as accusing all their opponents of bigotry and intolerance in order to set him up as a martyr persecuted for
his religious beliefs. Wrote Bishop Cannon:
Nay, verily, Smith and Raskob themselves issued
orders to run the “red herring” of religious intolerance across the trail for two reasons : first, to weaken
as far as possible the effect of the opposition of the
prohibition, anti-Tammany voters, especially the
42. Cash, W. J., op. cit., p. 334
43. Bradford County Telegraph, November 2, 1928
44. "Causes of Governor Smith's Defeat”, Bishop James Cannon
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South and West, and, secondly, to secure votes on
the ground of religious persecution, not only from
Roman Catholics, but from misinformed or deceived
Protestants.45
The effect of the election of 1928 upon Florida politics was not, as many hoped at the time, a revival of the
two party system in the state. Floridians did not vote
for Herbert Hoover, they voted against Alfred Smith.
Florida did not go Republican, it went anti-Smith. The
Republican party was strengthened, and had the great
depression not come during Hoover’s term might have
shown some success in Florida in 1932. But the depression did come, and the Republicans have not been able
to muster much strength in Florida since Smith was
defeated.
It cannot be denied that the fight in Florida was
bitter. Bitterness crept into many organizations, splitt i n g them into two factions. Many wounds were left
which did not heal quickly. Out of it all, however, may
have resulted distinct gains in the direction of tolerance.
Never before had such an extensive effort been made to
educate the people to the true facts of the beliefs of their
fellow men. From actual experience many people were
able to understand the “evil of bigotry” better than
they did before the campaign.
One heartening indication that tolerance had not
been entirely forgotten in the heat of the battle was given
in Jacksonville by Opie Read, ‘“humorist, author, newspaperman, and golfer." 46 Read, oddly enough was supporting Smith for president and Howey, the Republican
nominee for governor. He commented, “Why shouldn’t
I be for both of them? I believe Mr. Howey will make
a great governor, and I believe Mr. Smith will make a
great president.”
45. Ibid.
46. Jacksonville Journal, November 2, 1928
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